CHAPTER IV

BEN JONSON AND THE JACOBEANS

LITERACY labels are notoriously misleading. To term
Jonson a classicist and a realist is to force him into
a category to which he only partly belongs. There
is, nevertheless, something to be said for the description.
A close friend of Shakespeare, Jonson differed much
from him in dramatic method. A true representative
of his time in some respects, he yet anticipated the
18th century in others. Dry den and the Augustan
playwrights owed more to Jonson than to Shakespeare.

His life is far better known than that of his greater
companion and rival. Ben Jonson came of Scottish
lowland stock. His grandfather hailed from Annan-
dale and migrated to England. His father lost his
estates under Queen Mary, entered the Church and
died a month before Ben was born early in 1573. His
mother took a second husband, a bricklayer, and
Jonson was for a while apprenticed to the trade, a fact
of which his enemies often reminded him. Fortunately
he was befriended by William Camden of Westminster
School, to whom he subsequently dedicated Every
Man in his Humour.

Having gained the elements of a classical education
at Westminster, Jonson enlisted and fought in Flanders
against the Spanish. He returned from abroad penniless,
and soon afterwards married. Two epitaphs on his
children point to his family affection, but he did not get
on too well with his wife. Legend rather than fact
hints that Shakespeare's union was not over happy.
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